In a chapter of Primo Levi's book The Reawakening called "The little hen," the narrator describes his friend Cesare's attempt to trade six dinner plates for a chicken. Despite the apparent simplicity of the task, Cesare's dream to fill his stomach Í9 impeded by the fact that he only speaks Italian, and the peasants with whom he is trying to negotiate the deal only speak Russian. The narrator attempts to help Cesare by summoning up the few words of Russian that he knows, but to no avail. He writes:
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say, on these fine foundations, I tried to say 'chicken' and 'bird' in all the ways known to me, but without any visible result. Cesare was also perplexed. Cesare, deep down, had never really accepted that Germans speak German, and Russians Russian, except out of gross malice; then, in his heart of hearts, he was persuaded that they only pretended not to understand Italian through some refinement of the same malice. Malice, or extreme and scandalous ignorance: clear barbarism. There could be no other explanation. So his perplexity rapidly changed to anger. He grumbled and swore. Was it possible that it was so difficult to understand what a chicken is, and that we wanted it in exchange for six plates? A chicken, one of those beasts that go around pecking, scratching and saying 'coccode-e-eh 2 :' and rather half-heartedly, glowering and sullen, he put on a very second-rate imitation of the habits of the chicken, crouching on the ground, scraping first with one foot and then with the other and pecking here and there with his hands shaped like a wedge. Between one oath and the other, he also cried 'coccodee-eh;' but this rendering of the chicken's cry is of course highly conventional; it is only heard in Italy and has no currency elsewhere?. This is a case of how the inability to translate a simple word can stands in the way of the satisfaction of an essential need, in this case that of allaying the hunger that recently liberated prisoners felt after their liberation from the Auschwitz death camp. In this scene, Cesare refuses to believe that persons cannot understand the Italian word for chicken; after all, if Italian children can understand the Italian word for chicken, how is it that Russian peasants, who continuously deal with livestock and foodstuffs, cannot understand the Italian word for chicken? Cesare is all the second, persons of backgrounds that differ dramatically from those of Canadian adjudicators are most handicapped by the present system by virtue of their being most dependent upon the interpreter and probably least able to judge the efficacity of their own testimony; and third, the assumption that contradictions during the hearing should be grounds for rejecting or doubting the veracity of the claim places undue burden upon the refugee and upon the interpreter who is called to represent the narrative before the adjudicators.
In order to fully articulate the difficulties facing a Convention refugee claimant, it is necessary to describe the process known as the Canadian Convention refugee hearing, before turning to a detailed description of the obligations and obstacles faced by the interpreter in Convention refugee hearings 6 . This kind of interpretation is cross-cultural, belonging to a realm where words are seldom sufficient, and where culturally contingent renditions of reality through sounds, -'coccode-e-eh/ 'cocorico/ 'cock-o-doodledo/ and so forth, -become particularly pertinent.
The Convention refugee claim
Persons who have been persecuted in their country of origin have the right, under International Law, to claim Convention refugee status in host countries according to the 1951 Convention
6.
I make a distinction here between translator and interpreter to draw attention to the fact that the persons who is charged with rendering the hearing from a language other than French or English for the purposes of the Canadian Convention refugee hearing bears the burden of both literal translation and interpretation as well as the interpretation of the overall sense of the phrases, gestures and concepts articulated during the hearing. These processes are subject to varying interpretations since there exists a margin within which various meanings can be proposed. It should be recalled that an applicant for refugee status is normally in a particularly vulnerable situation. He finds himself in an alien environment and may experience serious difficulties, technical and psychological, in submitting his case to the authorities of a foreign country, often in a language not his own. His application should therefore be examined within the framework of specially established procedures by qualified personnel having the necessary knowledge and experience, and an understanding of an applicant's particular difficulties and needs (p. 45). and article 192 (iv), which adds that "the applicant should be given the necessary facilities, including the services of a competent interpreter, for submitting his case to the authorities concerned" (p. 46). The technical assistance to which the claimant has access in this country is the Counsel (who is chosen by the claimant) and the interpreter, and he or she also may also request assistance from refugee assistance groups including the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
The procedure in the Canadian hearing follows the tenets of the Convention: the basic facts are set out, the persecution is discussed and compared to the kinds of persecution that are acceptable under Canadian (and international) law, the claimant's testimony is scrutinized described. Furthermore, all documents quoted in this article are authentic, and I have copied the texts as they were submitted to the Refugee Determination Board; errors of language and syntax in these citations were present in the originals.
The Convention refugee hearing
At the beginning of each refugee hearing the official representing Immigration Canada reads out a statement: until 1989, for example, this statement was as follows:
Allow me at this point to explain to you the purpose and the sequence of this examination. This meeting is not an inquiry. We are here today to gather information concerning your claim to be a Convention refugee. I will not make any recommendations nor judgements during this examination, and 1 have no decision-making power over your case. We shall proceed in the following manner. First of all, we will rapidly review your Basic Data Form and we will examine your passport and copies of these documents will be attached to your examination under oath. In the second place, I will read to you the definition of a Convention Refugee. Finally, it will be your responsibility to give us the reasons why your fear persecution in your country, and why you are claiming political refugee status in Canada. The information that you will give should be related as closely as possible to the definition of Convention refugees, and moreover to you. The Refugee Status Advisory Committee is aware of the general situation that exists in your country and therefore I am asking you to limit your statement to facts and events pertaining to your particular case. During your statement, try to keep a chronological order of the events, and please be as precise as you can concerning the dates, the places and the names of any persons stated during your examination. Furthermore, for the purpose of the transcription, I would ask you to spell all the names of the persons and places that you mention during your statement. Your counsel may assist you by asking you questions. I might also intervene to try to clarify certain points. If you have notes, you may freely refer to them and at the end you and your Counsel will have a period of time to add any other relevant information to your claim.
The role of the interpreter in the procedure thus described is critical, particularly since the Mulroney government found it fit to tighten laws regulating refugee determination by refusing requests for appeal except for reasons of "error in law" (which generally suggests that that prescribed procedures for claiming were not followed by the Board). This means that under the present guidelines the claimant gets only one chance to make his or her case; if there are errors, lacunae, or contradictions in the testimony -even if they are not the fault of the claimant -then refugee status may not be granted and claimants may be deported back to their country of origin, with the possible consequence of continued persecution or death.
Most of these claimants come from the Third World, and most of them speak neither English nor French, or, in some cases, they can speak one or both but prefer to give this crucial testimony in their mother tongue. Thus if the claimant so chooses, he or she has the right to an interpreter, who is appointed by Immigration Canada. In the case where an interpreter is present, the following swearing-in takes place at the outset: The applicant testified that the friend of his friends whom he met in Nigeria gave him $500.00 upon arrival in Brazil in order to secure an airline ticket and to obtain any other documentation necessary. However, at page 50 of the transcript of the hearing is transcribed the following testimony by the applicant:
13.
This The Board has singled out the phrase "but not financially, because he wasn't all that financially good" as proof of inconsistent testimony. Judge Mahoney's comments concerning the Board's ruling are as follows:
The Board based its decision as to his refugee claim on the finding that the Applicant was not credible. To the extent that it based that finding on the foregoing "inconsistencies," it based its decision on an erroneous finding of fact made without regard to the material before it. The finding of an inconsistency in the cook being in funds after the voyage and not "all that financially good" before one is so patently unreasonable as to fall into the same category. The failures to disclose the name of the assisting soldier, the location of UFLG head office and to produce additional documentation, while correctly found as facts, cannot be rationally related to the Applicant's credibility. The Board erred in law in so relating them. ." This is a truly exceptional case; as such it demonstrates the limits to which one must go before the Board will consider dismissal on the grounds of poor performance on the part of the interpreter.
This demonstrates that even a minor detail, in the hands

The Interpreter and the Convention refugee hearing
There are a number of ways in which the interpreter, or the system, can fail the claimant. The presence and the use of an interpreter is at the discretion of the claimant, and in certain cases, it is clear that the claimant should have opted to make use of the interpreter's services. For example, in the case of a Pakistanian claimant, the following foray was recorded:
BY THE S.I.O. (to the person concerned): Q.
Do you think that you have said everything that you wanted to say regarding your fear of persecution? A.
15.
Roger Cantin, Redetermination of a Claim to be a Convention Refugee; A Review of the Jurisprudence, unpublished manuscript written for the Immigration Appeal Board (1986), p. 14. 
Although inaudible testimony was in this case
Counsel:
Okay, we'll continue in English.
Claimant:
No problem.
It seemed as though the testimony was being transmitted correctly and that everything was normal, until some of the answers to questions seemed discontinuous with the questions being asked:
Counsel:
Mr. interpreter, is it an impression I have, or are we losing something in this interpretation? It looks like my client has very long answers and that yours are quite short. Of course, Mr. R. is able to see if everything has been said.
By the Senior Immigration Officer:
Is something wrong?
By the counsel:
Mr. R. Please make sure that everything is... that everything is correct. And please make your answers short... phrase after phrase, so that we are sure not to lose anything.
Further on in the same case, when the Counsel realized that there were many place and proper names that were unfamiliar to him and therefore to the person who would transcribe the case, he again spoke to the interpreter.
Could you please spell something so that we can have some spelling around here?
The kinds of words that were causing difficulty were Yusuf, the given name of the person that helped him, Iskenderum and Antioshiya, two persons who were killed in the prison where the claimant was being held. That these names be correctly spelled is imperative since it is the kind of empirical data that can be verified by the adjudicators of the case. Much later on in the same hearing the interpreter was replaced not because he could not understand the claimant, but because he had difficulty expressing himself in English.
The other difficulty that the claimant has is that the refugee hearings are legal documents, and as such even small lacunae on the part of the interpreter could be fatal for technical reasons. For example:
Senior Immigration Officer:
Let me now ask you five questions related to your persecution. In your country do you have a well-founded fear of persecution because of your race?
Claimant:
No.
Counsel:
You're not making an exact translation. I am sorry, I hate to trouble you. I know that this is hard. He said well-founded. You have to translate the whole sentence and you have to try and be precise.
When the Counsel suspects that the interpreter is incompetent, he can request that a new one; unfortunately, the previous testimony is not deleted, there is simply a pause in the hearing while the interpreter is replaced.
Sometimes the interpreter is called upon to undertake more than just a translation, which brings us into the realm of cross-cultural translation. This kind of interpretation can take many forms: first, there are clarifications about customs, places, foods, and so forth, where the interpreter helps to describe certain customs to the Canadian officials. For example, in the case of a Sri Lankan claimant:
S.I.O.:
What is your place of birth, and in which country is that?
Claimant:
Puthur (phonetic pudder), Sri Lanka, P.U.T.H.U.R.
S.I.O.:
Wait, is that Puther or Putter?
Claimant:
Puther. 
Interpreter
S.I.O.:
And then?
Claimant:
They urn, they damaged the house.
Interpreter:
1 am sorry, I believe that he means that they destroyed it.
S.I.O.:
Is that correct?
Claimant:
Yes. Then they were looking for this man. He was hiding under a bed in the house, with his wife and child. The child was two or three years old. The child escaped from under the bed, he crawled out of the room. The militia snatched up the child and took him, and they wanted to snatch the father. So the father jumped out to save the son. So luckily the son was given to someone who was in the house and who went out with the child. Then my father in law was stabbed badly, more or less killed.
S.W.:
What do you mean more or less killed?
Interpreter:
They killed him.
S.I.O.:
Claimant:
Yes. They stabbed him, they beat him, and then they put petrol on him, set him on fire. Then afterwards, my mother in law was sent up north from Colombo to Jaffna. " and accounting for this heteroglossia would require a broader mandate for the interpreter and a broader range of discursive possibilities for the claimant. Bakhtin, for one, is not pessimistic in this regard; he suggests that the kind of interaction that translation demands forces us to examine the perspective of the other from both the inside and the outside, leading to a richer and potentially more living sense of the other's discourse:
Numerous
Thanks to the ability of a language to represent another language while still retaining the capacity to sound simultaneously both outside it and within it, to talk about it and at the same time to talk in and within it, to talk about it and at the same time to talk in and with it -and thanks to the ability of the language being represented simultaneously to serve as an object of representation while continuing to be able to speak to itself -thanks to all this, the creation of specific novelistic images of languages becomes possible. Therefore, the framing authorial context can least of all treat the language it is representing as a thing, a mute and unresponsive speech object, something that remains outside the authorial context as might any other object of speech 19 .
18.
On "monologism" and "heteroglossia" see the works of M. , we need cultural translators with a larger range of possibilities. There may be a second possibility here, to which I am increasingly partial considering the nature of the present crisis in immigration and refugee law (the rise of the right, particularly in Germany and in France, the present trend towards limiting access to the system through "third country clauses," the introduction of severe penalties for assisting potential claimants, and so forth), which is to recognize the insurmountable difficulties of the hearing, and to put into place instead a system of quotas for each country in the First World depending upon their capacity to absorb new persons. This kind of system, though inherently more impartial, would cause other problems related to international cooperation, potentially unrealistic or inflexible quotas that cannot account for sudden upheaval, or forms of detrimental competition amongst countries for the most desirable (i.e. most Westernized, or highly educated, or rich) refugees (as we see in the realm of immigration determination). But until the system is modified to actually account for day-today problems posed by intercultural communication, the Immigration Department will not be able to meet its own voluntarily-acquiesced obligations and criteria for the adjudication of Convention refugee claims; and if we follow our present course (the Mulroney bills C-55, C-84, C-86, etc.) countries like Canada will continue to modify the system to the
20.
This would entail international agreement that refugees are often produced because nations, corporations or other groups render acceptable lifestyles unbearable through their interference in, or their neglect of, the lives of the innocent. To view refugee determination as a duty and an obligation imposed by our own actions would be a valuable first step towards amending inequalities that are often the result of our considering the offer of "safe haven" as an example of charity.
